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ABSTRACT 

Factdrs that affect the decision of a high school 
senior to attend or not to attend college were studied, using a path 
analysis model. Data were drawn from the 1980 High School and Beyond 
national survey of 58,000 high school sophomores and seniors, which 
was sponsored by the National Center for Education Statistics •The 
study sample was 14,287, or 52 percent of the High School and *Beyond 
seniors^ The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 'and eight 
multiple regression analyses were performed. Four important 
predictors of college attendance plans were found : socioeconomic 
status, high school grades, academic ability,, and race. The two most 
important predictors were grades and ability; socioeconomic status 
was found to have an indirect effect through its influence On grades 
and ability. A iionwhite student was more likely to plan to attend 
college than a white student with similar grades, ability, and 
socioeconomic status. Initially, the theoretical model included the 
variabiles of father's and mother's education, family income, and sex. 
Howevejy, father's anci mother's education and family income were found 
to be a part of the socioeconomic status composite. (SW) 
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A PATH ANALYTIC MODEL OF THE COLLEGE GOING DECIlION 



There is considerable apprehension and concern «ibouC Che future 
of higher education in the United States over the next decade as the 
traditional college going cohort of 18-24 year^olds begins to decline. 
Projections indicate that by 1990 a decrease in this age group of 
15 percent from -the 1981 peak year is expected {2}. If the college 
going rate, the proportion who attend college, for tiia age group 
remains unchanged from past years, .\merican colleges and .universities 
rr.ust .mticipate sharp enrollment declirves for this coliort. Any r»ajor 
changes in the college going rate *over the next decade will impact 
the^e projections significantly. 

The purpose of this study is to model the variables that affect 
Che decision of a high school 'senior to plarj/or" not to plan to attend 
college.' This decision, the college going decision. Is primarily 
motivated by four factors: the desire of the student to preserve or 
enhance social status, the economic return the studen: can expect from 
a college education, the attractiveness of the colle^2 life, and sfocio- 
economic condition^ {4}. The early research in this 'field has been done 
by sociologists and economists. Sewiell et al» have f Dund that socio- 
economic status, parental encouragement, teacher enco iragement , ftTends' 
encouragement, academic performance, and mental abili:y all increase 
the likelihood that a student will attend College {U, 12,^' 13}, Barnes 
found that the variables which most affect a high school graduate* s 
decision to attend college are his prior academic aot ievement, the prices 
of competing colleges^ 4nd the combined income of h s parents 
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He found Chat variables wh ch lease influenced Che college ^oing 
decision were race, sex, iaraily size, and number of "older siblings in 
college. None of chese SLudies were able Co ust Che large national * 
stratified random ,daca sets currencly available. This scudy will use 
such a data base, High School and Beyond, co examine Che college going 
decision. 

The Daca Base 

r 

The daca were drawn cvom Che High School and Beyond (TTSS) nacional 
survey of 58,000 high, sch<)t)l sophomores and seniors conducCed in 1980 by 
Che Nacional Opinion Research CenCer of che UniversiCy of Chicago, HSB 
was sponsored by che Nacional CenCer for Educacional Scaciscics and is 
che successor to che Nacional LongiCudinal SCudy begun in 1972, The 
HSB survey conCains a 'broad range of biographical, personal, aCCiCude, 
apcicude, and ocher informacion on Che 1980 sample. A deCailed descrip- , 
Cion of tiie sample, inscrunencs, and daca collec Cion'^procedures can be 
found in Che High School aid Beyond {8}. The sample used for Chis sCudy 
was all high school seniors in Che HSB daca sec wich compleCe information 
on Che variables selecced fQr sCudy. This procedure resulTCed in a sCudy 

\ 

sample of 14,287 or 52' percenC of Che HSB seniors. 
Variables 

.Seventeen variables, classified inCo six cacegorics, were examined 
in Chis SCudy. 

1. Race: coded 2 f c r whice and 1 for all others. The ^sample 
was 85 percenc whice wich all ochers compr^-sing the remain- 
* ing 15 percenc. 



ra'nily Background: consisted of eight variables classified 
Into four categories of father's education, mother's 
education, family income, and socioeconomic status (SES). 
Father's and mother's education variables were coded as 
follows: did not complete high school = 2; high school 
graduate = 3; less than two years of vocational education = 4; 
two years or more of vocational education = 5; less than two 
years of college = 6; two or more years of college = 7; 
bachelor's degree = 8; :naster*s degree = 9; and Ph.D., M.D., 
or other aivanced professional degree = 10. Family Lncorne was 
coded as a discrete variable ranging tro-n I through 7 with 
$6,999 or less = I and $38,000 or more = 7. Tl^e SES variable 
was the standard composite index computed by HSB based on 
parent's education, occupation, and income md the presence 
of the following in the household; daily newspaper, 
encyclopedia, typewriter, electric dishwasher, two or more 
cars and/or trucks, more than 50 books, a room of your own, 
and a pocket calculator. 

Sex: coded as male =» 1 and female =* 2. The sample was 
48 percent male and 52 percent female. 

Academic Ability: the scores from five HSB standardized tests. 
A mean score was computed from the two vocabulary tests, the 
two mathematics tests, <md the reading test for t^'ich sample 
subject. Each test was standardized to a mean of 50 and 
standard deviation of 10. 

High School Grades: coded as eight discrete categories ranging 
from mostly A's = 8 to mostly below D = 1. 



6. College Going Decision: subjects who indicaced chat chey 
planned Co attend college were coded 2. Subjects who 
indicated that they did not 'plan to- attend college or did not 
know if they would attend college were coded 1. Seventy-four 

0 

percent indicated that they planned to attend college. 

Analysis of the Data ' 

Path analysis was used to test a theoretical causal model for the 
college going decision (Figure 1), ;Race was the origin of the 
hierarchical model since it precedes the other. exogenous variables in 
time. Arrows hypothesizing a weak, causal ordering were drawn from 
race to the other t/ariables. In similar fashion the exogenous variables, 
family background, sex, academic ability, and high school grades were 
•included in the model. The focus o^ the study, the college going 
decision, was the endogenous variable *for the model {'5}, An arrow drawn 
from variable A to variable B <ioes not^ necesBarily indicate a strong 
causal relationship between A and B, but rather that if such a relation- 
ship does exist the direction is from A to B and not the reverse {lO}. 

^ Using the SPSS statistical package {9} and the computer facilities of 
Duke University and the University of North Carolina General 
Administration, a simple correlation matrix for the variables studied 
was computed (Table 1), Eight multiple regression analyses were 
performed to compute the standardized regression or path coefficients 
(Table 2). To determine if any path coefficients werJ^to be deleted, 
the criterion of meaningf ulness tather than significance was used 
because the significance criterion is questionable when using large 
samples {3}. As a result of this analysis, father*s education, mother's 
education, family income, and sex were deleted from the model. New path 



Figure 1. Path Model for the Stud) of llic CoIIlkc (.oiiik IHiiiioii 








Table 1. Corrdacion Coefficients 
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j[al)_I^e 2, ^S tandardized ^Regres sion Co ef^^ Going Model 

Independent Variable 



Dependent Variable 
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p < .01. 
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coefficients were conpuCed for che reduced model (Table^^^^S)^ Examination 
of Tables 2 and 3 indicates chat che reduced model explains almosc as 
much variance as cho original full model. Since che deleced pachs made 
negligible concribuCions Co che model, cheir delecion is desirable in 
o.rder Co have a more parsimonious model {7}. The reduced model 
correlacions were Cien decomposed inco direcc causal, indirecc causal, , 
aad noncausal compoaancs (Table 4) following che procedures suggesced by 
Kerlinger and Pedhazur {6}. 

Findings 

2 

The coefficienc of decerminacion (il ) for Che reduced model w^s 
.206 as compared Co .212 for che original full model. Race, SES, ^ - 
academic achievemenc, and high school grades explain about Che same 
amounc of variation in che collegC^oing decision As Che full model. 

V ■ ' ' 

Race 

Race had a dirG:c inverse r«lacionship wich che college going / 
decision, i.e., non-;^hiCes were more likely Co say chey^^anned Co 
accend college Chan whices. However, decomposicion of Che covariacion 
revealed Chac race had a posicive indirecc 'effecc on che college going 
decision when CranstaiCCed Chrough SES, academic abilicy, and. high school 
gradeS;^ Race is posicively relaced Co boch SES ancj academic abilicy *and 
chey in Curn are pcsLcively relaCed C*o che college going decision. When 
Che effecc of race is CransmiCCed Chrough Chese two variables, che 
indirect effecc is taac more whices indicace chac Chey plan Co accend 
college. The direct, covariacion, however, is scronger Chan the indirecc 
so che effecc of ru.e on che college going decision is chac more 
non-whices Chan wh .Ces ancicipate college accendance. When che effecCs 
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Table 3» Standardize d Regression Coefficient^ Keduc e d Col leg e Going Model *'' 

Independent Variable . " ' 



Dependent Variable 
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< .01 for all 


r -.017; 


and p < 


.05 for r= 


-.107. 





12' 



BEST COPY P'-"^" 



Table -4. Decomposicion. of Che Bivariace Correlations 
With the College Going Declalon 



Rerafed Variables 



Type of Relation 



(A) Original Correlation 
with College 

Going Decision 

(B) Causal - direct 



Causal - indirect' 



|TnraI Causal 



(C) ^ioncausal Covariation 



.3il 

4i 

.000 
.2.01 
.120 



.345 

.'187 
.103 
.290 
.P55 



.304 

.222 
.'113 
.335 
.031 



High School Academic Socioeconomic Race 
Grades AbiliCy Scacus 



-.058 

• -.169 
. .111 
-.058 
.000 
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of race are trc iismicc'4d chrough SES and acadamic abilicy, however, 
more whites plan to act*end college. y 

, Family Background 

Father's and mother's education had a small direct effect on the 
college going decision but this effect is primarily a part of the SES. 
composite. Parent's education is positively related to academic 
ability which strongly affects the college going decision. Family 
income also had little direct effect on the college going decision 
except as a part; of the SES composite. Family income is positively 
related to academic ability which in ^urn affects the college going 
decision. It is interesting to note that the availability of monies 
from tWe family appears to have little impact on the decision of 
whether or not i:o attend college. 

The socioet:onomic status' o f * the family has a direct itdpact on the 
college going decision of the children. SES directly accounts for 
6.8 percent of :he variation (path -coefficient X correlation 
coeff^ient) ia the college going decision. SES's strong relationship 
with academic .ability accounts fof the indirect influence of SES on the 
college going decision. 

I Sex 

The sex of the student is not related to the college going decision. 
There is a positive relationship between sex and high school grades, 
i.e., females ^2t higher grades than males, and high school grades do 
positively influence the coJlege going decision. 

Academic Ability 
Higher scores on che vocabulary, mathematics, and reading tests 
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were positively relaced to the college gjoing decision. ^ Those students 

with strong academic ability are more likely to plan to attend college. 

Academic ability is also strongly related to high school grades wh^ch 
also influence^ the college going^cision. 

High School Grades 
High school grades have a direct, positive effect on the college 
going decision. Students with high grades are more apt to anticipate 
college attendance than tho^e with low grades.^ 

Discussion and Surmnary 

From the variables examined, four are. important predictors of 
whether a high school senior plans to attend college: socioeconomic 
status, high school grades, academic ability, and race. A reduced model 
of these four variables explained 21 percent of the variation in the 
college going decision. The model for predicting the college going 
decision is as follows: 

College Going Decision » .06283 (High School Grades) + .00001019 '(Academic 

Ability) + .0001365 (Socioeconomic Status) - .2069 (Race) + 1.226 

By setting high school grades, academic ability, and SES to the average 

values for this sample, a probability model by race can be constructed. 

Based on this model the probability that a non-white student with 
« 

average grades, ability, and ^^^^ will plan to attend college is .91 
while the probability for a white student with similar characteristics 
is .70, i.e., a non-white high school senior with average high school 
grades, academic ability, and SES is more likely to plan to attend 
college than is a white stixlent with identical grades, ability, and SES.' 
Wlien the same model is used with high school grades and academic ability 
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reduced one standard deviacion while SES csmains ac che sample mean 
value, Che same crend conclnues. Given a white and a non-white high 
school student with high school grades and academic ability both one 
standard deviation below the mean and with average SES, the probability 
is greater that the non-white student (probability =» .74) plans to 
attend college than ttiat the white student (probability =5 .53) plans to 
attend. In fact it is more likely that a non-white with grades and 
ability one standard deviation below the mean will plan college 
attendance than that a white student with' average grades and ability 
j^iil plan to attend. 

Policy implications 

The purpose of this study was to determine what factors influence 
the decision of high school seniors to plan to attend or not to attend 
college. The finding th4t the two ^t important predictors are high 
school grades and acii^mic ability was e>p3cted and welcome. One would 
hope that the best students would choose to attend college. The 
socioeconomic status of the student was found to impact on the college 
going decision but not to the extent of high school grades and academic 
ability, However, SES was found to influence the college going decision 
indirectly through its influence on grade;; and ability. The most 
surprising result regarded the impact, of lace. A non-white student is 
more likely to plan to attend college thar a white student with similar 
grades, ability, and SES. One possible ccaclusion to this finding is 
that some white students are not planning college attendance who perhaps 
should do so. With anticipated futare„dec lining college enrollments^ 
this conclusion leads' to a pool of previously untapped potential 
students. It must be noted, however, thit this !;tidy ' alt only with 
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those high school students who indicated they planned to attend or did 
not plan to attend colJLege. As subsequent HSB data becomes available, 
this study wi^ll be extended to examine those students who actually did 
or did not attend college. 
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